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The Child in Society 
Jo Moran-Ellis 
 
 
 
 
In recent years I have had the privilege to work with Heinz Sünker on a num-
ber of papers which sought to bring together questions currently pertinent to 
the sociology of childhood, and Sünker’s social theory scholarship, with a 
particular focus on his expertise in those theories that provide a critical plat-
form for addressing the contribution that education and intergenerational re-
lationships should be making to the development of a fully democratic 
society. In doing this work, we have drawn on concepts from the sociology of 
childhood such as thinking about the child as an agentic social actor (see for 
example James/Prout 1990; Hutchby/Moran-Ellis 1998) and sought to link 
them to questions of how children might be part of the response to some of 
the major issues Sünker has identified as needing to be urgently addressed 
not least of which are Adorno’s urging that “[t]he premier demand upon all 
education is that Auschwitz not happen again.” (Adorno 1998, p. 191) and 
his subsequent proposition that what is needed is an education to ‘maturity’ 
that enables individuals to think for themselves, and to think critically (Ador-
no/Becker 1969/1999); and Castells’ call for an educated, responsible popu-
lace who will be the educated citizens so foundationally essential to the type 
of society Castells’ argues is our only hope for survival in the long term (Cas-
tells 1998, p. 353). For those familiar with his work, it will be no surprise to 
state that these are questions he has pursued consistently and passionately 
through all his academic and scholarly work, and in his political work too, 
and that for him such calls for change need to be accompanied by the ending 
of social inequalities and the establishment of fully participative, democratic 
societies.   
To address these core concerns, Sünker has taken education as one of his 
main sites for analysis and change, and childhood, therefore, as a period of 
time in life which demands theoretical attention. Firmly locating childhood 
within society and hence within capitalism and modernity (Aries 1962) in 
contemporary times, he sees the current educational system across Europe as 
primarily functioning to reproduce social inequalities, and in particular class 
inequalities. In line with the work of Bowles and Gintis (particularly their 
1987 work), he argues that school and education both have to be radically 
reconfigured in order to be democratic, participative environments since as 
Bowles and Gintis put it:  
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Because the growth and effectiveness of democratic institutions depend on the 
strength of democratic capacities, a commitment to democracy entails the advocacy of 
institutions that promote rather than impede the development of a democratic culture. 
Further, because learning, or more broadly, human development, is a central and life-
long social activity of people, there is no coherent reason for exempting the structures 
that regulate learning – whether they be schools, families, neighbourhoods, or work-
places – from the criteria of democratic accountability and liberty (Bowles/Gintis, 
1987, p. 204). 
However, Sünker argues that as well as the transformation of relationships 
within schools and between schools and society, or perhaps as part of that 
transformation, what is also needed is a particular form of learning: ‘Bil-
dung’. There is no English translation of the term ‘Bildung’ which adequately 
captures its fullest meaning. In one aspect it means ‘democratic education’ 
(Sünker 2006; 2007) but, as Sünker defines it, it also means “mediating a 
concept of democracy with concepts of autonomy and self-determination 
[…]” (Sünker 2007, p. 54). This distinction is more fully expressed via an 
important distinction between two German terms that can be used for educa-
tion:  
The German language allows to distinguish between “Erziehung” (education 1) and 
“Bildung” (education 2). While education 1 is aiming at affirmation, accommodation, 
conformity, education 2 is aiming at maturity and responsibility, reflexivity, social 
judgement, aesthetics, human development without forgetting society – or better: pro-
cesses of societalization […] (Sünker 2007, p. 54) 
Another arena of Sünker’s scholarship on education is his work on National 
Socialism and life in Germany between 1933 and 1945, in which he pays par-
ticular attention to the question of why, in an educated society, there was not 
a full enough rejection of Nazism1 for it to be defeated. In ‘Education and 
Fascism: Political identity and social education in Nazi German’ (edited with 
Hans-Uwe Otto, 1997, see Chapter 9 in particular) he draws on Adorno to 
make a compelling argument that education at that time, and still today po-
tentially, failed to foster sufficient critical thinking in the general population. 
Instead, the learning in schools produced individuals with an inclination to 
conformity to authoritarianism and indeed fostered that as a desired outcome. 
Sünker’s engagement with the question of education and Nazism builds on 
Adorno’s emphasis on the need for education for maturity. However, in both 
Adorno’s work and Sünker’s work on Bildung, a fundamental problem emer-
ges which is not easy to solve but is critical to the whole enterprise of a radi-
calisation of the role of education in respect of breaking down social inequa-
lities and building up participative democratic systems. The problem is ren-
dered most clearly in an analysis by French and Thomas (1999) of a radio 
broadcast discussion between Adorno and Becker (Adorno/Becker 1969/ 
1999). In the broadcast Adorno and Becker discuss the role of education and 
the concept of education to maturity. French and Thomas (1999a) argue that 
although making a strong argument for the latter, Adorno and Becker emerge 
                                                                          
1  Sünker also argues for a recognition of Nazism as a particular form of fascism.  
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with different positions on the place of authority in school, family life and 
children’s lives which leads to some ambivalence since although:  
For both [Adorno/Becker], the tenor of an education for maturity and responsibility is 
one in which children will no longer ‘swallow and accept everything’, it should be an 
education for ‘knocking things down’(p. 6) 
at the same time within Adorno’s argument there is the notion that critical 
questioning is not critical questioning of the authority of the teacher since the 
knowledge the teacher is imparting is, in an education for maturity, the cor-
rect knowledge which confounds the debasing of taste and aesthetics in capi-
talism. As French and Thomas put it:  
The heart of Adorno’s dilemma is that he wants educationalists to possess enough au-
thority to pull authority down – or at least render it transparent. A crucial question 
remains: what sort of model can be found for those ‘guardians’, to use Kant’s term, 
those teachers and lecturers who will subvert authority without eroding their own, and 
who will expose modernity’s culture without thereby undermining culture itself.    
Adorno and Becker have no real answer to this question, perhaps because their range 
of models for those relationships in which learning happens is necessarily restricted. 
Instead they advert again and again to the sheer difficulty of attaining real maturity 
and autonomy in the modern capitalist world (p. 9) 
French and Thomas proceed to argue, drawing on Foucault’s observation in 
Technologies of the Self that learning can take place within a range of relati-
onships, that friendship across generations which can weather disagreement 
and is enriched by fruitful argument can be the context of learning which sol-
ves this dilemma. They derive this idea of pedagogical friendship from the 
intrinsic nature of the relationship between Adorno and Becker, which was 
one of enduring friendship, and they suggest that this serves well as a model 
for a mechanism of attaining education to maturity.   
Sünker, on the other hand, approaches the dilemma between authority of 
knowing and fostering critical thinking by proposing a system of intergenera-
tional relationships which would foster opportunities for Bildung to take 
place for all those engaged in the learning, including the teacher. Seeing this 
as fundamental to the establishment of a society which supports a good life 
for all, he implicitly and explicitly argues for spaces in which a dynamic, in-
teractive and dialogic relationship between the generations can be the seed-
bed for learning in the sense of education 2. He later develops the concept of 
Bildung further (Sünker 2006), extending it as the basis on which a socially 
just political system must be founded. The demand for a Bildung approach to 
education and to social justice carries some radical implications for the lives 
and learning of children in childhood because of the degree of participation it 
accords, or indeed, requires from children and the extent to which adults then 
have to relinquish or cede their positions of age-based power and authority.   
Another key area of Sünker’s scholarship from a childhood perspective 
has been his focus on children’s rights, and this area of interest follows on 
from his concerns about democratic participation and the promotion of inter-
generational relationships which are mutually beneficial. Along with exami-
ning how rights are to be actualised for the child and how the actualisation of 
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those rights can work to the benefit of society (Sünker/Swiderek 2007), he 
has addressed a concern about what it takes to create the conditions under 
which all children will feel able to engage in the realisation of their rights and 
in the sense of themselves as de facto political actors. Here he draws from 
Bourdieu, and in particular the relationship Bourdieu draws between habitus 
social inequalities and whether or not a person feels “entitled to concern one-
self with politics […]” (1984, p. 639). Bourdieu highlights the importance of 
an education which ensures this entitlement is not an experience confined to 
the middle classes and educated elites but one shared across the whole popu-
lation of a society. For Sünker this is also foundational to a socially just and 
participative society and children must be included in society in their child-
hoods as persons who feel entitled to act and speak.    
A further strand of work of Sünker’s which I want to pull forward is his 
work on children’s experiences of National Socialism (Nazism) and in parti-
cular his work with Nelles and Nolzen (Nelles/Nolzen/Sünker 2007) on the 
life experiences of children whose parents were deemed by the Nazi regime 
to be resistance fighters or members of movements which constituted a threat 
to the power of the regime. This work examines the consequences of growing 
up under conditions of terror and distress as understood by those for whom 
this was the shape of their childhood. Out of this work comes the lived reality 
of childhoods where the everyday is inflected with State-perpetrated primary 
and secondary physical, and symbolic, violence to the families of the child-
ren. The theorising of these insights into the conditions of living as experi-
enced in childhood supports his strong critiques of ideologies which promote 
the authoritarian exploitation of intergenerational relationships both to induce 
fear in the child, and to impose a violent form of social control on all, inclu-
ding adults. Critiques of this form of manipulation of intergenerational relati-
onships under fascist social orders also forms the basis of his work on the 
concept and ideology of ‘Volk community’ under National Socialism, with a 
clear relationship between this, the fascist National Socialism system, and 
mother-child/state-child relationships (Sünker 2006). Thus, the dynamic 
between the shape of political systems, expressed both through state appara-
tus and ideology, and the shape of intergenerational relationships expressed 
interpersonally as well as formally, is marked as clearly central to the form of 
society.  
Having laid out these particular strands (space does not permit considera-
tion here of other areas of Sünker’s work, although it is pertinent to flag here 
his engagement with Lefebvre’s theories, particularly in respect of Critique 
de La Vie Quotidienne (1961) I return now to the dilemma created by A-
dorno’s position on education to maturity, a dilemma which is reproduced in 
Sünker’s work on Bildung: namely what knowledge should be mobilised in 
these two educational enterprises? I suggest that before we can answer this 
question we need to ask how knowledge figures in intergenerational relati-
onships? In general, and ideologically, it is presumed that adults are know-
ledgeable and children are not, and that this is one element that is constitutive 
of generational orderings. Childhood is, de facto, defined as a time of inno-
cence through ignorance, and this is particularly the case in respect of certain 
kinds of knowledge that are to do with aspects of everyday life and the social 
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worlds of adults such as sexuality, violence, crime, hedonism, economics, 
wars, politics and so on. This definition of childhood as a time of innocence 
and lack of knowledge comes from an ideological base rather than empirical 
realities (Barrett/Buchanan-Barrow 2005; Kitzinger 1990; James/Jenks 
1996). This question of the role of knowledge in generational ordering is im-
portant as it reflects not only how adult-child relations are predicated on in- 
equality, but also a privileging of adult concepts of what counts as know-
ledge. This construction of intergenerational order around unequal distributi-
on of knowledge permeates Adorno’s dilemma outlined at the start of this 
chapter, constitutes a problematic silence in the conceptualisation of Bildung 
as a foundation for intergenerational pedagogical encounters and relations. 
This absence also reflects a division between macro and micro sociological 
approaches in these respects in that what has been empirically revealed in re-
lation to how knowledge is mobilised in intergenerational interactions at the 
micro-level has not generally been incorporated into macro-level ideas such 
as Bildung, even though this is a process that has to be realised in micro-level  
interactions and meso-level contexts as well as on a general societal level. In 
this case, however, this gap can be bridged through an integration of empiri-
cal work and theoretical analyses via a relational sociology. Work by Mayall/ 
Zeiher (2003) and Alanen/Mayall (2001) on generation and inter-generational 
orderings examines childhood as a relational status and offers a way of con-
ceptualising the web of relations between children and adults as interdepen-
dencies which constitute the fabric of contemporary society. This approach 
makes visible the generational dimensions of the production of childhood, 
and in examining intergenerational interactions it forces a recognition of the 
dynamics of those interactions rather than locating the child part of the dyad 
as a passive recipient of adult actions. This is significant for the concept of 
Bildung since it supports the proposition of the child as part of a dynamic pe-
dagogical relationship.   
The question of the knowledge within these webs of relations still 
remains however. I argue next that a relational sociology enables an empiri-
cal consideration of how knowledge is mobilised or withheld within interge-
nerational encounters and the effects of that for both parties.  I will later ar-
gue that the significance of this dynamic relates to a recognition of the inter-
relation between experience and knowledge which has important potential for 
how knowledge is constituted and shared in processes of Bildung, and in ide-
as of participative democracy. I draw on research into vulnerability and 
childhood by Cronin et al. (2008) to show how knowledge can be mobilised 
and withheld by both adults and children and the consequences of that. Cro-
nin et al. take as their starting point a challenge to conventional conceptions 
of children as inherently vulnerable, arguing instead that individual experi-
ences of risk and safety reveal vulnerability as a contingent and contextual 
state rather than a categorical one. They found that in the constitution of vul-
nerability in everyday life, and the negotiation of responses to it, there is an 
important interplay for children between being constrained in their actions by 
adults, being equipped (or not) with knowledge about the operation of every-
day life, and acting as an individual on the basis of his/her own meanings and 
understandings of the world in which they are located in time and space:  
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I: are there any […] rules that your parents set [about using the internet] 
P: not really but they don’t let us have hotmail because of the chat room, my sister 
had it but I don’t know what she did but then they banned it […] so I don’t get the be-
nefit which I think is really unfair as all my friends have it and I’m the only one who 
doesn’t have it 
I: do you understand the reasons why you can’t have it? 
P: not really, I asked but they wouldn’t tell me (Tom, age 13 years)” (p. 1361-1362) 
Here Tom is denied access to a material resource because of an action of his 
sibling.  He indicates a lack of understanding as to what the actual nature of 
the problem was (and is) from his parents’ point of view, and is more con-
cerned with how this restriction positions him in relation to his peer group. 
Here, the intergenerational relationship is unevenly threaded through with 
knowledge about ‘how the world works’ (in this case, how the world of in-
ternet chatrooms function as sexualised spaces) and on the basis of that (une-
ven distribution of) knowledge the adults exercise power over the child’s ac-
cess to material resources in the home. We can see that the social ordering of 
childhood is at work in this configuration in that the parents have the power 
to determine and regulate Tom’s access to the computer without providing 
any clear account of why he is restricted. Based on Tom’s account it is pro-
bable that the social ordering is organised around efforts to regulate (virtual) 
intergenerational sexual encounters since it involves ‘chat rooms’ on the in-
ternet which are perceived to be spaces in which there is the potential that 
‘innocent’ children will be subject ot sexual predation by adults (see Moran-
Ellis, 2012 for a fuller discussion of this). The power of Tom’s parents to 
control his access to certain parts of the internet is predicated on an authority 
in their intergenerational relation-ship with him supported by an uneven dis-
tribution of knowledge about the nature of ‘chat rooms’ and the risk they   
pose to (sexually) innocent young people. Paradoxically it is Tom’s lack of 
knowledge that would make him vulnerable to a predatory adult in that set-
ting. However, by his account his parents have chosen to not explain the 
problem. So, here knowledge is unevenly distributed between the generati-
ons, possibly as a result of Tom’s, as yet, lack of life experience, and that un-
even distribution is not altered through the provision of information by his 
parents, rather it is maintained either because this maintains Tom’s innocence 
(in this respect), a condition normalised for children, or because his parents 
do not have the discursive resources to describe the risk as it appears to them 
(Wyness 1992 on the ‘problem’ of adults not being able to talk about sex to 
children and Hillier/Harrison 2007, on using the internet to practise same-sex 
attraction).   
In contrast to Tom’s situation, in another example given, the uneven dis-
tribution of knowledge between parents and child is reversed and a different 
generational order is in play. Taking the topic of sexuality again, and thinking 
about this as a form of normative power in society, in the following Cronin et 
al. (2008) show that under certain conditions children hold knowledge and 
use that as a basis for acting in ways which undermine the normal intergene-
rational distribution of power: 
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[…] young people, generally aged 14-18, felt that […] worries about safety belonged 
really to their parents and did not reflect the safety issues that they actually had to deal 
with when they were out and about in public spaces. These young people identified 
having to deal with threats of violence: some of the places they went – the amusement 
arcade, the town centre – opened up the possibility that they might encounter indivi-
duals who wanted to fight, gangs, or general violence. Thus, it was important to know 
when to leave a place and who to avoid. Furthermore, young people often worked to 
manage their parents so they did not find out about these hazards, for example by 
withholding information as to their true whereabouts or by presenting themselves in 
ways designed primarily to reassure their parents: 
I go to my friend’s house and we’ll go out, and I’ll just text my parents and say we’ve 
gone here, there or wherever. If I’m staying at a friend’s house, I will go out with 
them but won’t tell my parents (Lucy, 14 years old). 
[…] One of the girls in the study also talked about managing gendered threats to her 
safety from men, whilst another indicated that this was a parental worry that she had 
to negotiate in order to be allowed out with her friends or on her own (p. 1364-5). 
Within these two examples we see how domains of power and domains of 
knowledge interact and are distributed intergenerationally with particular 
consequences. Within the micro-level layer2 of everyday social worlds the 
holding and withholding of knowledge operates in a way which runs counter 
to the conditions in which Bildung could occur, and hence counter to the 
conditions under which society can be composed of self-determining auto-
nomous individuals who are Castells’ educated citizen and Adorno’s mature 
individuals. The withholding of a clear and detailed account between the in-
tergenerational partners of how sexual exploitation and violence occurs at the 
everyday level creates an inequality which confounds the possibility under-
standing of oppression and violence in new ways by both adults and children 
which could then be used to challenge it. The link between knowledge and 
power is strong, however. In the case of the older children the young women 
withheld their knowledge of the need to navigate their way through those 
normativised heterosexual relations which entail sexual harassment and threat 
by older men in public settings because to reveal to their parents that they 
possessed this knowledge of both the actions of predatory older men and how 
to deal with that problem was to risk being made subject to parental cons-
                                                                          
2  The “everyday” is not identical with the micro-level of life, as Lefebvre makes 
clear (Lefebvre 2002) but here I mean those interactions where “unmediated rela-
tions are carried on between one person and another (via blood ties, or neigh-
bourhoods and socially contingent relations) which are complicated by ties of di-
rect dependency and rivalry (ie husband/wife, father/children, employers/servant) 
and accompanied by rebellions which are just as direct. On the macrosociological 
level, these unmediated ties and subordinations are survivals which prolong ar-
chaic relations (of consanguinity and territoriality) of feudal relations (of subor-
dination and vassalage). On this ‘macro’ level, such relations are mediated ; they 
pass via ‘the thing’ – reified and reifying, alienating and alienated: commodities, 
money, language” (p. 139). “There is a multiplicity of relations, correspondences 
and homologies between the ‘macro’ level and the ‘micro’ level. Both levels ‘re-
flect’ the society which encompasses them and which they constitute” (Lefebvre, 
2002, p. 140).  
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traint on the freedom to go into public spaces unaccompanied by a protective 
adult. On the other side, one may deduce that parents were not discussing this 
topic with their child even though they were aware of how the world works in 
this respect since it is manifested through the parental worries about their 
daughter’s safety to which the young women alluded in their interviews. On 
the part of the young men the issue in question was the nature of the violent 
peer relations that they had to navigate in public spaces. These were often 
classed or racialised (or a combination of the two) in that the violent conflicts 
were between groups from different parts of the town and of different ethnici-
ties sometimes. So, we can see in this deliberately managed knowledge diffe-
rential (which at its most extreme consisted of ignorance on one side of the 
intergenerational dyad) that knowledge of ‘how the world works’ at the 
everyday level is fundamental to the flow of power practices in intergenerati-
onal relations.  
For the younger children in the study parents withheld accounts of how 
some adults seek to sexually exploit children whilst implementing constraints 
on the children. This led to understandings of the situation which could then 
only be articulated around questions of fairness, as in the case of Tom above, 
or Stuart’s nebulous fears (extract taken from Cronin et al. 2008, p. 1362-3):  
Another child spoke of his sense of a particular threat to his safety when he was not in 
the company of a protective adult: 
I:   What is it about strangers that you worry about? 
P:   Kidnapped (Jack, 11 years old). 
Indeed for some children the threat of being kidnapped or murdered framed their re-
flections on whether there were places in the town that they might not go, or where 
they had to be careful. These threats were ‘monstrous’ but at the same time the child-
ren outlined their strategies for maximising their safety, primarily through being able 
to identify people who might pose such a threat:  
P: If I like see someone who doesn’t, if it’s late or something and I find, if I see some-
one who doesn’t look like normal than I just walk off with my mates and go some-
where else. 
I:  […] what kind of things do you look for when you’re trying to decide if someone’s 
OK or a bit..? 
P:  It’s just like if he doesn’t look right, they’re watching and things. (Stuart, age 12 
years)  
Without the naming of these difficult-to-know things by the person who 
knows them – the ways in which masculine sexuality can operate intergene-
rationally, or the ways in which peer violence articulates with classed and 
ethnicised positions to produce particular forms of violence – societalisation 
(Bühler-Niederberger/Sünker 2012) is progressing, in effect, silently, and 
without the benefit of a Bildung form of education. This matters because of 
the link between Bildung and participative democracy. As Sünker argues, the 
formulation of education as Bildung offers the opportunity for the emergence 
of the reflexive, critically thinking individual and a better mechanism of de-
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mocracy than the present form. Coupling this with the arguments for a parti-
cipative democracy being extended to include children (Moran-Ellis/Sünker 
2008; Moran-Ellis/Sünker, in press/2013) and for it to be woven into the 
fabric of their lives from birth, we can see that it is essential that intergenera-
tional relations of Bildung are predicated on the sharing of knowledge, inde-
ed on the synthesis of different knowledges in the dyad. In this formulation, 
the dilemma attendant on Adorno’s plea for education for maturity exists 
where there is an adult/authority-determined categorisation of what counts as 
the knowledge to be imparted by adults to children but can be resolved in the 
Bildung relations of learning by the acknowledgement of the knowledges 
held by all parties in the interaction, knowledge that comes from their cultur-
al location and from their individual and collective experiences. This applies 
to the knowledge held by children as much as the knowledge held by adults.  
This clarion call for a democratisation of knowing remains only that, 
however, without further empirical work and theoretical analyses of what 
children know, how adults and children manage the circulation and distribu-
tion of knowledge, and why. The reservation of certain everyday knowledge 
to adult realms is predicated on ideological positionings of the child as inno-
cent and vulnerable, and of certain kinds of knowledge bringing corruption of 
that innocence. This ideology does not serve children well since it increases 
their vulnerability to many kinds of exploitation through ignorance, and when 
a child is perceived to be too knowing they are then not considered to be 
enough of a child to warrant the usual protections accorded to children as 
Kitzinger demonstrates so well in her analysis of the portrayal of innocence 
and knowing in media representations of children who have been sexually 
abused (Kitzinger 1990). On the other hand, there are studies that show that 
children reserve knowledge to themselves in order to protect their parents 
from worry or distress (Bluebond-Langer 1978), or in order to slip out from 
under a powerful constraining grasp as we saw in the examples above.    
The final point, then, is that analyses of the possibilities for education to 
be a site of change instead of a site for the unchallenged reproduction of soci-
al inequalities must include micro-level processes of knowledge distribution 
and different kinds of knowledges within that. Social inequalities are played 
out and experienced at the micro level in people’s everyday lives, and that in-
cludes inequalities in intergenerational access to knowledge, a situation in 
which adults and children are implicated as withholders of knowledge from 
each other in particular contexts and for particular reasons. This is relevant 
when we scale up the effects of this. For children, the withholding of sexual 
knowledge is one of the actions by adults which enables adults to sexually 
exploit children with all the consequences that follows for them in terms of 
their experience of childhood and the longer term effects of being subject to 
sexual violence. In the work on children of German resistance fighters, we 
see also the effects of withholding knowledge in the accounts of some of the 
(now adult) children when they talk about life at home:  
Although only a minority of parents talked openly or directly with their children about 
their experiences, their torture, the children were still aware of it implicitly from hea-
ring their parent(s) scream in the night as they relived the torture and terror in their 
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nightmares. The children formed the sense that the parent(s) had faced „horrible expe-
riences“ […] (Nelles et al. 2011, p. 666).  
And we see it too in analyses of children’s experiences of racism (Connolly 
1995) and of homophobia (Renold 2008) which are often constructed as bul-
lying rather than symbolic violence or political issues (for a corrective to this 
see Davies, 2011). The withholding of knowledge from children is not an un-
common act by adults by any means, whether it is done to protect their inno-
cence or to sustain unequal power relations between adults and children, and 
may indeed be a feature that characterises intergenerational relations in con-
temporary times. Given this, it is essential that the role of knowledge and its 
distributions be incorporated into analyses of children in society, and into 
theories of mechanisms for changing the reproduction of inequalities.   
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